Certain argyrophile bodies have been found in the adult human spinal cord which do not seem to have been described before. These bodies occur mainly in the anterior horns of the lumbosacral region, and they have been found in every case of a large series of patients dying from a variety of conditions.
The purpose of this paper is to describe and illustrate these argyrophile bodies, to discuss their significance, and, especially, to consider whether they are artefacts or whether they are pathological or anatomical structures.
MAterial and Method Over 80 spinal cords were examined. In 40, the patients had undergone the operation of antero-lateral chordotomy to relieve the pain of cancer not involving the central nervous system. The other cases had been collected at random from necropsy material in a general hospital to form a control group. In this group there had been no operation on the spinal cord; these patients had the following conditions at the time of death: myasthenia gravis, peritonitis, Parkinson's disease, uraemia, alcoholism, pulmonary tuberculosis, and malignant disease; one young man died as the result of an accident.
The argyrophile bodies which are to be described were found in all 80 cords examined ; that is to say they were present in all the control group as well as all the cords from patients who had had chordotomy.
All descriptions in this paper refer to every cord examined. The ages of the patients varied from 20 to 84 years, with the majority in the 50 to 70 year group. The length of the illness varied from a few hours to several years; in one case (accident) there was no illness before death. The interval between death and necropsy varied from one hour to three days.
Sections were examined from all segments of each cord in the chordotomy series and from representative segments in the control series. In all cases celloidin sections, and in some cases paraffin sections also, were prepared. The It would appear then that the bodies are not pathological in nature, or, at least, are not consequent on a specific pathological condition.
Are they Anatomical ?--The argyrophile bodies have been found in every single cord of the large series examined; they have also been seen in sections picked out at random from the silver preparations in three other laboratories. In all the cases they are localized to a limited region of grey matter of certain lumbosacral segments. This constant occurrence and restricted localization appear to support the view that the bodies are anatomical structures. The possibility that they are associated with the processes of ageing in the cord has been considered, but as they have been found in the cord of a healthy young man of 20 years this seems unlikely.
Conclusions A discrete column of argyrophile bodies is present in the lumbosacral region in every cord examined from a series of 80 patients dying from a variety of pathological conditions. These argyrophile bodies do not appear to be associated with any pathological process. The bodies stain in the same way as axons and lie among axons, and are therefore thought to be in some way related to them. Their constant occurrence may indicate that they are anatomical structures. There is no evidence that they are artefacts, nevertheless the possibility that they represent some post-mortem alteration in axons, probably of an unavoidable nature, has not been wholly excluded.
Unless it is recognized that these argyrophile bodies are a constant feature of adult human cords, their resemblance to the retraction balls seen after section of axons might lead to the misinterpretation that they indicate a lesion of axons.
